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Chapter 1
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Samantha

The last violin note had faded. 

The confetti surrendered to the marble floors, and the bride had been claimed in a way that should’ve come with a warning label. My mascara survived. My dignity? Questionable after catching the bouquet and winking at half of the groomsmen. Elara glowed like she had been carved out of light itself. 

A year ago, she had been Evelyn, the girl who carried grief in her chest like a second heartbeat. Now she had reclaimed her birth name, reclaimed her life, and married into one of the most powerful families in the city. Alexander Hunt kissed her like he owned the future. And they had slipped out about an hour ago, for their honeymoon. A private jet, seven days away from everything.

That left Alexander’s twin, Aiden, the babies, and me. On our way to the Hunt Penthouse Apartment, to babysit for the week that I had to convince her repeatedly to go. She is so attached to these twins, which is understandable for the fact that she has been living so long knowing she couldn't have kids. And then after years of heartache and pain, now she is happily married with twins. Look, I am truly happy for her, but Alexander Hunt will forever be on my "Enemy Number 1" list. The golden boy who took over from his father, and his father's father. The Ledger, for years of Hunt's men. Everything leads back to Alexander. When I started working as a rookie journalist about a year back, my dream job was pinning crimes back to The Ledger. Well, it took me over six months of shitty clients to hunt, including old lady Mary who said her cats were stolen by aliens. The actual truth was it was her own grandson who felt sorry for the poor felines, who took them. His excuse was "She is feeding them too much and not giving them enough exercise" I mean, what in the actual fuck? Who puts a journalist to cover a story like that? Luckily about two months back, I finally convinced my boss, I'm ready. No one has gotten anywhere near this case, but I have an untraceable source that feeds me some intel. At first, I was skeptical, but I followed the leads nonetheless and all of it checked out. So here I am, on my way to Alexander Hunt's penthouse apartment, to see what else I can find out. Do I feel bad for lying to my best friend? Of course I do. Will she hate me when I finally sink her husband? Most probably. But I refuse to let this legacy of criminals keep spreading their poison. I've done some research on Aiden and he seems clean. Seems like he is the innocent one, the brother that decided to step away from all the family crime. Well, that's a plus for me because he is kind of cute, in that rough way. Alexander is the golden heir – a full 6’8 tall, sharp, immaculate. Short dark hair always disciplined, not a strand out of place. Hazel eyes that calculate before they feel. No tattoos, no visible cracks in the Hunt legacy, except for some faintly visible scars telling a different story. Designer suits, polished shoes, controlled smiles. Even his affection feels strategic. 

Aiden looks like the legacy tried to tame him and failed. 6’6 of quiet danger, sleeves of ink curling around his arms sneaking towards his neck and on his hands like secrets he doesn’t mind showing. Piercing green eyes that shift from warm to lethal in a second. Hair just long enough to fall into his face when he laughs – or when he leans too close. He doesn’t wear control like a suit. He wears it like a smirk in a leather jacket and jeans.

Throughout the ride I kept stealing glances at him. Every now and then I catch him looking at me, and that sexy half smile with the dimple making my heart skip a beat for some unexplained reason. 

As he drives us into the undercover parking area of the Hunt building, he parks in a spot near the elevator. And before I could... his hand shot up, stopping me. “No lady ever opens her own door when I’m around” his hand wraps around my wrist, not hard enough to hurt. Just enough to remind me he could. His hand on my skin feels like a coal, hot and burning... I swallow nervously and nod. Why does his touch and closeness make my heart, beat so fast? I tell myself it’s manipulation. That I’m here to explore his family. But my pulse doesn’t care about journalism. I felt my heart hammer into my chest. I remind myself; this is Aiden Hunt. He is a Hunt. And like his twin brother, he is no angel. I should not like the way his hand felt against my skin. “Okay, sorry” the words stumble out of my mouth. And within seconds he opens my door and unbuckles the twins. Passing Keiran over to me, he picks up little Kiara and heads to the boot for the baby bag. 

"Hold the elevator door for us!" Aiden says as he grabs the bag from the boot with little Kiara in his arms. Dear gods, this man is temptation incarnate, and somehow even more lethal with a baby in his arms. His looks can make any woman weak in her knees. How am I going to survive in the same place with him for a week? 

I'm here to babysit and get all info I can get on Alexander; I must stay focused. We head up to the 34th floor. I enter the elevator first, holding the door for Aiden and Kiara. Kieran starts stirring in my arms and I snuggle him closer. “It’s okay Kay Kay, we will get you and Kia settled in bed with your bottles soon,” I coo him. Kay Kay for Kieran and Kia for Kiara, are my nicknames for them, from their favorite aunty Samantha. 

The penthouse apartment is too polished, too clean for a crime lord with my chaotic best friend and their twins. Nothing out of place, as if this is a show house. If I hadn’t spent time with Elara and the twins, I would not have believed that this penthouse had been lived in. I head straight to the nursery with Aiden right behind me. He tucks the twins in as I prepare their bottles. They feed easily and we both take turns checking their diapers and burping them. 

"Do you have prior babysitting experience? Or have any of your own children?" I ask Aiden as he finishes with little Kieran. "Something like that with a dash of no children of my own" he grins over his shoulder; his dimple makes my heart skip a beat, again. The second time in a short span of the evening. Focus Samantha! We leave the baby room with the monitor and head to the kitchen. 

"Something stronger than juice?" Aiden asks as he takes a beer out of the fridge. "Yes please, some of that sweet rose wine Elara hides in the fridge." I take a seat on the opposite side of the island. 

"I will take the guestroom closest to the twins and also keep the monitor with me." I say casually as I take a sip of wine from the glass Aiden held out to me. "We can take turns with the monitor, I usually do most of my work at night so if you feel you need sleep, give me the monitor." Aiden says as he sips his beer. 

"Most of your work at night? What are you, a stalker or hacker?" I joke. Aiden watches me for a moment with a glint in his eyes before he answers me. "Something like that." I gasp, not sure if he was joking or telling the truth, but I shake it off. He is not the brother I'm after. "Okay, you can take the first shift. I will take a shower and get settled. I brought a bag over earlier when I was helping Elara get ready for her wedding." Aiden nods and pulls the monitor towards him. "Perfect, go enjoy the shower and just call if you need me to come and scrub your back. You know, moral support and all that." He winks, making me blush. Gods, I usually let men blush with my outspokenness, but this man looking at me with those piercing eyes got me all flustered. 

I pick up my wine and stroll out of the kitchen as if I'm unaffected while my heart is racing. "I can scrub my own back thank you very much."

On my way to my room, I sneaked a look at the twins still sleeping, and before I knew it, I was in Alexander’s office. Computer, conveniently  with no password, and I take a quick look. Making a note to bring a USB Drive later to subtract some evidence, I leave the office.

I step into the guestroom, closing the door behind me with a soft click, my heart still pounding like a drum in my chest. The room is immaculate. Crisp white linens on the king-sized bed, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the glittering city skyline, and a faint scent of lavender from the diffuser on the nightstand. It's all so perfect, so controlled, just like the Hunt family pretends to be. But I know better. Beneath this veneer of luxury lies a web of secrets, and I'm here to unravel it.

I take two big sips before I put my wine glass down on the dresser and unzip my bag, pulling out my laptop and the small notebook where I've scribbled my leads. My fingers tremble slightly as I flip through the pages of names, dates, cryptic notes about The Ledger. It's not just a notebook; it's a symbol of generations of corruption, bribes, and blood money. Alexander Hunt sits at the top now, the charming façade of a successful CEO of an elite security company hiding the monster within. And Elara... my best friend, blinded by love, married into this nightmare. The guilt twists in my gut like a knife. We've been through a lot together, like late-night study sessions in college, heartbreak over bad dates, her devastating infertility diagnosis. I knew she went through a lot in her younger age, but she never fully opened up to me. Only said “bad foster parents”, “never knew her real parents”, ending up with her in the system and juggling from foster home to foster home, never really belonging anywhere.  Alexander, in that respect, gave her the family and love she never had, and I am happy for her, but that doesn’t change who and what he is. After one wild night of lots of shots and bad decisions, we ended up in a jacuzzi, all depressed and crying about our lives, when she told me about her infertility, something to do with a hormone imbalance and all that. 

When she told me she was pregnant with twins after years of thinking it was impossible, I cried with her. Genuine tears of joy. But now? Now I'm using her absence to betray her trust.

I shake off the emotion, forcing myself to focus. This isn't personal; it's justice. If I can find proof—something solid, linking Alexander to even just one of the crimes I've been chasing—I could bring down the whole empire. But being in the same space as Aiden... it's distracting, but I’m still cautious... That towering frame, those sharp features softened by that unexpected dimple. He's not just handsome; he's dangerously tender, a contrast to the cold precision of this penthouse.

Heading to the ensuite bathroom, I strip off my clothes and step under the hot spray of the shower. The water cascades over me, washing away the day's exhaustion, but not the turmoil in my mind. Steam fills the air, and I lean against the cool tiles, closing my eyes. Images flash: Aiden's piercing gaze as he handed me the wine, the way his voice dipped when he joked about washing my back. A shiver runs through me, unrelated to the water. I've never been one to get easily flustered. I'm the bold journalist who stares down shady informants without blinking. But Aiden? He makes my pulse race, and my thoughts scatter. Is it the forbidden allure, knowing he's tied to the family I'm targeting? Or perhaps the quiet, unshakable strength he shows when he’s holding the twins.

I dry off and put on an oversized hoody and shorts, and by the time the sun has vanished below the horizon, daylight is nothing more than a fading memory as twilight settles across the room. I checked my phone. No messages from Elara yet, but I know she'll be checking in as soon as they land.

I head back to the kitchen, where Aiden is still seated, scrolling through his phone with a beer in his hand. He looks up as I enter, his eyes lingering for a moment too long on my damp hair and casual attire.

"Feeling better?" he asks, his voice low and smooth, like velvet over steel.

"Much," I reply, sliding onto the stool across from him. "Your turn to go for a shower, if you want. I'll take the monitor."

He nods. The room shrank the moment he stood. He walked past me, close enough that his arm brushed mine... in a very slow motion. The kind of contact that couldn’t be mistaken for accident. Heat lingered where he touched me, seeping through thin cotton and straight into my bloodstream.

“Don’t hesitate to call” he murmured. “I don’t mind being useful.” His voice lowered on the last word. Useful. It didn’t sound like help. It sounded like something else entirely. My throat tightened. My pulse followed. He didn’t look back as he disappeared down the hallway, but I had the distinct feeling he didn’t need to. He already knew the effect he’d left behind. This week is supposed to be about gathering evidence. About dismantling a dynasty. About proving that Alexander Hunt wasn’t untouchable. Instead, I find myself wondering whether I had underestimated the wrong brother. 

I pour another glass of wine, slower this time. My hand wasn’t entirely steady. “Stay focused,” I whisper to myself. But the words felt thin. Because something had shifted the second his skin met mine. 

If Alexander was the empire... Is Aiden the blade guarding it? Or the weakness that will allow me to get inside? I couldn’t tell if I was circling him for leverage... Or stepping willingly into his trap. Now, I wasn’t sure which one of us would break first. Nevertheless, I knew I’d find out more about Alexander Hunt... about The Ledger... and I’ll have fun with flirting with Aiden Hunt.
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Chapter 2

Aiden

I take a sip of my beer and get up.

Today was a great day for Alexander. He had been hollowed out even more after everything with Grace tore him apart, yet the moment Elara arrived, something like hope began to pulse through him again. And since the twins’ arrived, he’s become the loving, overprotective father I always knew he could be. The complete opposite of the cold, brutal man our own father molded us to become.

I hear a door closing softly in the corridor, and it brings a slow smile to my face. I already know exactly where Samantha was snooping. She has no idea I’ve had every camera feed in this penthouse routed to my phone for this week, making it easy to watch her every move. I planned this entire babysitting week so I can get closer to her, see her real motive, and yes, play more with her.

Since I was alerted of a new journalist on the horizon, snooping around my family business, I made it my purpose to find out who she was. It worked out in my favor when she turned out to be my brother’s obsession’s bestie. It was a matter of minutes, and I had all her details, one “accidental wrong delivery’ to get my tracking app on her laptop and cellphone so I can see exactly what she has been up to. I’ve been silencing journalists snooping into The Ledger for years now but she was definitely the most entertaining of all of them. Feeding her breadcrumbs of information for months now, leading her ever so close and yet so far has become my favorite hobby of the day and here I was, watching her.

I watched her slip into Alexander’s office earlier, watched her fingers fly across his keyboard, watched the triumphant little gleam in her eyes when she thought she’d struck gold.

I planted those files myself. Carefully curated breadcrumbs, just enough truth mixed with fiction to keep her hooked. It brings me a dark kind of joy to see how eagerly she devours the bait. I left her in the kitchen, knowing damn well her mind is running with thoughts of Alexander’s computer and me.

And because I’m becoming obsessed with her, I’ll be watching her the entire time. Every move she makes is part of a game I designed especially for her, and tonight I just pushed her one step deeper into The Ledger’s shadows and closer to my orbit.

A smile tugs at my lips as I walk toward my own room, phone still open on the penthouse camera feed. I set it on the desk, and strip quickly before stepping into the shower. Heat cascades down my body, my skin still carrying a trace of baby from earlier, and I allow my mind to drift.

Flashback:

Little Alexander, eyes already too old for his face, begging Dad not to make him shoot it. “Please, I don’t want to kill it just to learn how to aim.” His voice cracked, and Dad’s answer was a backhand that sent Alex sprawling into the dirt.

I didn’t hesitate. I raised the pistol, finger steady even as my stomach churned, and put a bullet between the dog’s eyes. The crack echoed through the trees like judgment. Blood bloomed dark against brown fur. Dad stopped hitting Alex and turned to me with something almost like pride. “Good boy, Aiden.” And then he walks off as if this was a mere waste of his precious time.

Alexander was already stumbling away, whiskey flask hidden in his jacket pocket, stolen from Dad’s study; the first of many. I kept my face blank, the way I’ve learned, even as my heart shattered into a thousand silent pieces. I picked up the warm, limp body while Alex dug a shallow grave with his bare hands. We held a ridiculous little funeral. Two motherless boys whispering apologies to a dead dog that had been the last gentle thing in our world. Both sipping the whiskey as if it could help soften the loss of everything we had to endure. 

Dad’s lesson that day was clear: attachment is weakness. Never love anything or anyone; not if you want to survive this family. So, we grew apart on purpose. Kept distance like armor. Real brotherly closeness only came years later, after Dad was finally in the ground and we were both too busy building our own empires to keep pretending we didn’t need each other.

I shut off the water, the memories sliding away like suds down the drain. I towel myself dry, pull-on loose sweatpants before I settle at my desk. The camera feed opens instantly. Samantha back in the guest room, hair still wet, wrapped in soft pajamas that hug her curves in a way that makes my jaw tighten. She’s cross-legged on the bed, laptop glowing, scrolling hungrily through the files I left for her. Every now and then her nose wrinkles in that adorable way she does when something surprises or excites her. More than once, I’ve handed her something new simply to witness that spark flicker to life in her eyes.

I lean back, beer forgotten, and study her. While Alexander studied business and charm, I studied code—programming, hacking, security systems, anything that would make the Hunt name untouchable in the digital age. No one ever managed to land a solid blow on us because I made sure of it. I turned the wolves away long before they reached the door.

But Samantha... she’s different. Loud, chaotic, fiercely moral in a world that chews morality up and spits it out. She’s sunshine breaking through the dark canopy of my life, and I’m selfish enough to want to keep her there, even if it means letting her think she’s hunting Alexander.

I know everything about her now. Her routine, her favorite coffee order, the dog-eared dark romance novels on her shelf, the way she bites her lip when she’s concentrating. She believes I’m the reformed brother, the safe one, the labrador in a family of wolves. The irony almost makes me laugh out loud. I’m far worse than any of the men she’s chased before. I just hide it better.

Tonight, she’s on a fresh goose chase, and every lead I feed her, pulling her closer. I’m intrigued by her fire, drawn to the way her unfiltered personality grounds my calculated silence. Her long auburn black hair that mostly hangs in waves over her shoulders, those deep blue eyes that made most of the men drool at the wedding. Those curves that make me want to pull her into me. This week under the same roof will be... illuminating, because she is already driving me crazy. “Focus, Aiden”, I scold myself, but my mind is too far gone. I’ll learn the rhythm of her breath when she sleeps, the small sounds she makes when she dreams. And when the time comes, I’ll decide whether to let her keep believing her version of the truth or show her how deep the shadows really go.

I watch until her eyelids begin to droop, until she sets the laptop aside and slides under the covers. Only then do I close the feed, take the laptop with me, and slip silently into her room. She’s already fast asleep, breathing slow and even. I leave a few more carefully crafted breadcrumbs on her laptop, nothing that can truly harm us, everything designed to keep her chasing. Then I tug the blanket higher over her shoulder, allowing my fingers to brush a damp strand of hair from her cheek. I watch her sleep for a couple more minutes, taking in every detail as if she will disappear the moment I look away.

She stirs faintly but doesn’t wake up.

Satisfied with tonight’s progress, I check on the twins, both sleeping peacefully, then return to my own bed. The game board is set, the pieces moving exactly where I want them.

Sleep never comes easily for me as I stare at the ceiling, too many shadows lurking, I can’t remember a night that I didn’t have nightmares. Nightmares about my past. Nightmares about the future.  And in all of them dad was always at the center.

Tomorrow, Samantha will wake up thinking she’s one step closer to exposing the Hunt Dynasty.

She has no idea she’s already caught in the heart of the shadows.
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Chapter 3
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Samantha

I wake to the sound of a baby crying. 

Sharp, insistent, the kind of wail that punches straight through sleep and lands in your chest like a fist. My eyes snap open, heart racing as if I've been thrown into a nightmare. For a disorienting second, I forget where I am. Soft sheets tangled around my legs, the faint scent of lavender hanging in the air like a mocking calm, and beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the city skyline pulses with early-morning lights, indifferent to the chaos inside me. Then it all crashes back: the Hunt penthouse. Thirty-fourth floor. One week of babysitting my best friend's twins while she's off on her honeymoon with the man I'm secretly plotting to destroy. The man who saved her from hell, only to drag her deeper into his own shadows.

The cry ramps up. It's Kay Kay, I can tell by the higher pitch, the way it tugs at something primal in me and I'm out of bed before I'm fully awake, bare feet slapping against the cool marble floor. Stumbling down the hall, baby monitor in hand. My mind is already spinning from guilt about last night's snooping, the weight of those audio files pressing on my chest like stones. Alexander's voice, cold and lethal, ordering death like it's nothing. How can I look Elara in the eye when she gets back? How can I pretend I'm here for the twins when every second is a betrayal? But again, doesn’t she deserve the truth?

I pushed into the nursery, the door already cracked open, soft nightlight spilling gold across the threshold like a false promise of peace.

And I freeze.

Aiden is there.

He's standing between the two cribs, shirtless; sweatpants slung low on his hips, little Kiara tucked securely against one broad shoulder while he rocks Kieran in the crook of his other arm. The babies are settling, their tiny fists uncurling as if his mere presence is a spell, a quiet command that soothes the storm. The dim light traces every hard line of him, the wide span of his shoulders, the defined ridges of his chest, the subtle flex of muscle disappearing beneath the gray cotton, his tattoos are in full display and I hate how my mouth goes dry, how my pulse stutters in betrayal. He is softness and strength wrapped in skin, stubble shadowing his jaw, hair tousled from whatever sleep he managed to steal. He looks like a man who could break the world or mend it, and right now, with the twins in his arms, it's the mending that undoes me.

He glances over, those piercing green eyes catching my blue ones in the half-light. “Morning,” he murmurs, his voice rough with sleep, low enough not to wake the babies further. “Or 4:17 a.m., technically.”

I clear my throat, forcing my gaze to the twins instead of lingering on the way his skin glows under the soft light. “I had the monitor. I should've heard them first.”

“You were out cold. Figured I’d handle the first round.” He shifts Kiara higher, patting her back in slow, rhythmic circles that seem instinctive, protective. “They’re both hungry. I was about to warm bottles.”

“I can take them, while you get the bottles.” I reach for Kieran automatically, needing something, anything, to do with my hands that isn’t staring, isn’t imagining what it would feel like to be held with that same quiet assurance. My fingers brush his arm as I take the baby, warm skin against warm skin, and a spark jumps through me, unbidden. Kieran squirms against my chest, rooting impatiently. Then I take Kiara before heading to the rocker in the corner, sinking into it while Aiden disappears down the hall to the kitchen.

By the time he returns with two warm bottles, steam curling faintly from the tops, I’ve got Kieran latched and content, his tiny gulps the only sound in the room. Aiden settles into the opposite rocker with Kiara, his long legs stretching out as he begins to feed her. We sit there in silence, the kind that's thick with unspoken things, broken only by the soft sucking sounds and the distant hum of the city below, a world away from this intimate bubble.

I steal glances at him, unable to stop. His hair falls slightly over his forehead, stubble darker than yesterday, eyes half-lidded but sharp, always alert. He looks perfectly at ease, like holding a baby is as natural as breathing. It tugs at something deep inside me, a mix of envy and longing I didn't expect. Elara's life now married, twins, this penthouse fortress feels so far from my own chaotic existence, chasing shadows for a story that could shatter it all. And Aiden... he's the anchor here, the "good" brother who stepped away from the family's darkness. Or so my research says. Watching him now, gentle with Kiara, almost makes me believe it. Almost makes me wish I could forget what I heard in those files last night.

Kieran finishes first, his little body is going heavy with sleep against me. I shift him carefully onto my shoulder to burp him, and that's when it happens. A warm trickle of milk spills down my back, soaking through the thin T-shirt. I bite back a curse, feeling the sticky warmth spread.

Aiden notices immediately, his lips twitching. “You’ve got...” He gestures with his chin, eyes flicking to my shoulder.

“Yeah, I feel it.” I sigh, heat creeping up my neck. “Rookie mistake.”

He stands fluidly, settling a now dozing Kiara back in her crib with the ease of someone who's done this a hundred times. Then he reaches for Kieran. “Trade you. Go change. I’ve got them.”

I hesitate, Kieran warm and trusting in my arms. “You sure? I don't want to dump this on you.”

“Go,” he says, soft but with that underlying firmness that brooks no argument. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I hand over the baby, our fingers brushing again, longer this time, deliberate? My pulse stumbles harder. Then I slip out, feeling his gaze on my back the whole way down the hall, like a weight I can't shake.

In my ensuite bathroom, I strip off the ruined T-shirt, the fabric clinging stubbornly, and splash cold water on my face, staring at my reflection in the mirror. Flushed cheeks, wild bed hair, eyes too bright with a mix of exhaustion and something sharper. Maybe fear? Desire? Guilt twists in my gut like a knife. I press my palms against the cool sink, breathing deep. Elara's terror from that time is etched into my memory. Her nightmares, the way she flinched at shadows for months after. And Alexander... he didn't just rescue her; he never left her side, not even once. How can I be the one to expose that, to rip apart the happiness she's finally found? But how can I not? The Ledger's poison has seeped into too many lives. If I walk away now, I'm complicit. One good deed towards Elara doesn’t make up for all the wrong things they did. I mean, I have hated The Ledger for years now, ever since my dad went missing. Everyone believes he is dead, but I never gave up hope that he was out there somewhere, waiting for me to figure everything out and rescue him. 

I shake it off, pull on fresh clothes. Soft leggings and an old college hoodie that smells faintly of coffee and late nights, a reminder of simpler times; and head back toward the nursery. But halfway there, I detoured. Just a quick check. The pull is too strong, the evidence too fresh. Alexander’s office door is closed but not locked. I slip inside, heart thudding against my ribs like a warning.

The computer is still in sleep mode on the massive desk, surrounded by sleek monitors and stacks of innocuous files that scream legitimate business. I switch it on again, fingers flying across the keyboard, my breath shallow. The new folder I discovered yesterday is still there. Encrypted audio files dated around Elara’s kidnapping. I plug in my earbuds, hit play on the first one, needing to confirm it's real.

Alexander’s voice fills my ears: “Find her. Whatever it costs. Anyone who touched her to end them.” Chills race down my spine. It's him, unmistakable. Cold, lethal, the voice of a man who's crossed lines he can never uncross. Elara loves him. Trust him. And I'm going to be the one to shatter that illusion.

I copy more files to my encrypted USB drive, hands trembling with a mix of adrenaline and sorrow. This is it. Real, damning evidence. Enough to start building a case that could bury him and maybe me along with him, if the Hunts ever find out.

I’m zipping the drive back into my pocket when the door opens behind me.

I yank upright and spin, heart slamming into overdrive.

Aiden leans against the doorframe; arms crossed over his chest. His expression is unreadable at first, then a half-knowing smirk tugs at one corner of his mouth, as if he's in on a secret, I haven't figured out yet.

“Looking for something?” he asks quietly, his voice laced with that same velvet edge, but the smirk lingers, sharpening it.

My mind blanks for a split second, panic flooding in. “I couldn’t sleep after the babies settled. Thought I’d... um, Elara asked me to forward some wedding vendor invoices she left on the desktop. For her records, you know? Tax stuff.”

It's a flimsy lie, pulled from thin air, but better than admitting to the truth. My cheeks burn, and I pray he buys it.

Aiden's eyes narrow slightly, that smirk deepening just a fraction, like he knows exactly what I found in those files, how could he?  But he only nods. “Office is usually off-limits when Alex isn’t here. But if it's for Elara... next time, ask. I’ll get you whatever you need.”

The way he says it. So quiet, almost gentle, with that underlying amusement that makes my skin prickle, a shiver of unease mixing with the ever-present attraction. Is he toying with me? Or am I just paranoid?

I force a smile, willing my voice steady. “Won’t happen again. Promise.”

He steps aside to let me pass, and as I brush by, his free hand grazes my lower back. Barely a touch, but it lingers, burning through my hoodie like a brand. I suck in a breath, the contact sending sparks up my spine.

Back in the nursery, we watch the sleeping twins for a bit, their soft breaths, the only sound as dawn bleeds pale light through the blinds, turning the room to muted gold. Aiden turns to me, his presence filling the space.

“You should try to sleep more,” he says. “I’ll take the next feed again.”

“I’m wide awake now,” I admit, my voice quieter than I intend, laced with the exhaustion of secrets.

He smiles, small, utterly breathtaking with that side dimple, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Coffee, then. I’ll make it.”

I follow him to the kitchen because refusing feels impossible, like fighting a current that's already pulling me under. 

He moves around the space with easy ownership. Starting the high-end machine with a flick, pulling down mugs from a cabinet that's probably worth more than my rent, warming extra milk just in case the twins stir again. I watch the flex of muscle under his skin, the way his sweatpants shift with each step, and I hate myself a little more for the heat pooling low in my belly.

He hands me a mug, steam rising like a veil between us. Our fingers brush. Again. I swear, this time it was deliberate.

“Cream?” he asks, voice low.

“Oat milk with an extra shot is fine,” I manage, though my throat is tight.

He leans against the counter opposite me, sipping his own, his bare chest rising and falling in steady rhythm. Silence stretches, thick with unspoken tension, the air charged like before a storm.

Finally, he breaks it. “You, okay? You seem... tense. More than just baby duty.”

I laugh. Too sharp, too forced, echoing hollow in the vast kitchen. “Babies crying at 4 a.m. will do that. Plus, you know, being in a stranger's penthouse with another stranger.”

He doesn’t laugh back. Just watches me over the rim of his mug with those piercing eyes that seem to peel away layers, seeing the lies I’m barely holding together. “We’re not strangers, Sammy. Not completely. Not anymore.”

The way he says my nickname. Soft, intimate, sending a shiver through me. I swallow hard, gripping the mug tighter. “I’m fine. Really.”

He nods slowly, that half-smirk flickering again, like he’s filing away my evasion for later, piecing together a puzzle I didn’t know we were playing.

And in that moment, with the first rays of sun slanting across his face, I knew with sudden, cold certainty that this week just got a lot more dangerous.

Because Aiden Hunt might be the “good” brother.

But he’s not blind.

And I’m running out of places to hide my crumbling resolve.
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Chapter 4
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Aiden

I’m back in the nursery after what was left like three hours of failed sleep.

Kieran finally fell asleep against my shoulder. Samantha left a couple of minutes ago to clean herself up, when my phone vibrates once in my pocket, silent motion alert from Alexander’s office. 

She’s in there.

A slow smile curves my lips in the dim light. I don’t rush. I take my time easing Kieran back into his crib, my hand lingering on his tiny chest, feeling the steady rise and fall of his breaths. It’s a small, grounding ritual, one that reminds me of why I’ve spent the last few years reshaping The Ledger from the shadows. Not for power. For protection. For a future where two brothers could try for a normal life for a change and now, so the twins won’t grow up haunted by the same darkness that shaped Alexander and me. Kiara murmurs softly in her sleep beside him, a tiny fist curling around the edge of her blanket. I adjust it gently, then straighten as I take the baby monitor with me, pocketing my phone without checking the feed just yet.

I already know what she’s finding. I left that folder unlocked on purpose. The audio clip of Alexander’s voice during Elara’s kidnapping, raw and unfiltered, but carefully selected It’s the truth, stripped of the old brutality. No glorification of violence. Just a man pushed to the edge for love, guided by the boundaries I’ve enforced these past years.

The Ledger under my father was a venomous thing. Deals soaked in blood, alliances forged in fear. But after he died, I took control in the silence, redirecting it all. Clean investments. Severed ties with the irredeemable. Using the network as a shield, not a sword. Alexander stepped in during the kidnapping. He crossed lines to save Elara, but even then, I steered him. Minimal fallout. Targeted resolutions. We’re not monsters anymore. We’re guardians of what matters.

And Samantha... she needs to start seeing us as more than the villains of before, when she began digging months ago. I still need to figure out why she is so obsessed with The Ledger; everyone always has agenda on why they want info on me and my family. But I’ve been feeding her glimpses of the gray, the reforms, the quiet shifts. Guiding her to understand that The Ledger isn’t the poison she thinks. It’s evolving. It’s necessary.

Because I want her to see it my way.

I want her to see me. I shake my head on that last thought. It’s crazy to think like that.

Barefoot on the cool marble, sweatpants slung low on my hips, no shirt because the dawn air feels alive against my skin, and because I know it affects her. I walk down the hall. The office door is ajar, a sliver of light spilling out. I pushed it open quietly and leaned against the frame, arms loosely crossed over my chest.

She spins at the sound, yanking out her earbuds, her face a mask of startled guilt that she quickly tries to smooth away. Her cheeks flush pink, eyes wide for a heartbeat before she composes herself. In that oversized hoodie and leggings, she looks vulnerable and soft in a way that tugs at something deep in my chest.

I keep my expression open, a hint of mystery in the tilt of my head, no accusation. Just quiet curiosity. “Looking for something?”

Her recovery is swift, but I catch the slight tremor in her voice.

She gives me a fragile lie, thin as glass, but I don’t shatter it. Not yet. I nod slowly, like I believe her, like I’m not the architect of every digital breadcrumb she’s followed these past months. Pushing off the frame, I step into the room, closing the distance with deliberate ease. She doesn’t back away, but her breath hitches as I stop just inches from her yet close enough to feel the heat radiating from her body, close enough that she must tilt her head back to meet my eyes.

Her scent wraps around me, faint traces of baby powder from the twins, mingled with something warmer, uniquely her, like vanilla and storm clouds. It stirs something primal; a pull I’ve been fighting since the moment she arrived.

“Office is usually off-limits when Alex isn’t here,” I murmur, my voice low, laced with that teasing edge I can’t resist. I reach past her, my arm brushing hers deliberately, skin against fabric, lingering just a second too long as I minimize the window on the screen. The contact sends a spark through me, and I see it echo in her like the way her lips part slightly, the subtle shiver. “But if it’s for Elara... next time, just ask. I’ll get you whatever you need.”

My words hang between us, heavy with double meaning. I let my gaze drop for a moment, tracing the line of her throat, the way her pulse flutters before meeting her eyes again, a mysterious smile playing on my lips. She’s torn, I can see it: curiosity warning with caution, attraction flickering beneath the surface like a flame she’s trying to snuff out.
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